Spanish, Korean and Taiwanese tuna-fishing vessels contributed about £1 million to the cost. A faster patrol boat will probably be needed to prevent illegal fishing in the new reserve, environmentalists believe.
But Mauritius immediately attacked the planned reserve. The Chagos Islands are rimed in controversy because the local inhabitants were forced to leave the islands four decades ago when the UK agreed to let the US build a major airbase on the largest island, Diego Garcia. And Mauritius is where most of the Chagossians were transferred to and they have long campaigned to be allowed to return to their islands with strong Mauritian support.
"This has nothing to do with the environment," said the Mauritian High Commissioner to London. "They want to prevent islanders from going back and keep these islands for ever. But we are not going to let this go. They will face the consequences of this," he said.
"The creation of this marine reserve is a first step towards securing a better and sustainable future for the Chagos Islands... But this future must include securing justice for the Chagossian people and the closure and removal of the Diego Garcia military base."
The Chagos Islands were ceded to Britain in 1814 but Diego Garcia is now populated only by an estimated 1,700 US military personnel, 1,500 civilian contractors and around 50 British personnel. The base played a key role in the 1991 military operation against Iraq and also in Afghanistan. Around 2,000 Chagossians were removed to Mauritius, which still lays claim to the islands. Mauritius formed part of the same administrative area as the Chagos Islands before it gained its independence.
Last month, Olivier Bancoult, of the Chagos Refugees Group, accused Britain of "trying to create a protected area to prevent Chagossians from returning to their native islands."
Miliband, in his statement announcing the protected area, said the reserve "will not change the UK's commitment to cede the territory to Mauritius when it is no longer needed for defence purposes."
But, in a statement on its website, the Chagos Support Association said the foreign secretary's announcement left several key questions unanswered and called for him to involve Chagossians in the marine protection project. The association said that the announcement did not make clear whether zones could be established within the marine protected area in which 'limited sustainable fishing' could take place.
But Britain's decision has been welcomed by environmentalists. Greenpeace said it marked "an end to the unfair commercial exploitation of Chagossian seas".
"These coral seas are a biodiversity hotspot in the Indian Ocean and unquestionably worthy of protection from destructive activities like fishing," said Greenpeace campaigner, Willie Mackenzie.
"The creation of this marine reserve is a first step towards securing a better and sustainable future for the Chagos Islands," he said. "But this future must include securing justice for the Chagossian people and the closure and removal of the Diego Garcia military base." Alistair Gammell, of the Pew Environment group, said he was 'thrilled' with the decision, adding that the oceans "desperately needed better protection." "In 2010, the International Year of Biodiversity, the UK has secured a conservation legacy which is unrivalled in scale and significance, demonstrating to the world that it is a leader in conserving the world's marine resources for the benefit of future generations," said Gammell.
And even some Chagossians back the plan. "We are not against conservation as long as it doesn't impact fundamental human rights," said Olivier Bancourt, who was moved from the islands at the age of four. "What is very unfair and sad is that instead of taking into consideration a human being they are giving more thought to the fishes and the coral reef."
And there is also some speculation that the British prime minister, Gordon Brown, who faces an uncertain election next month, may wish to leave an environmental legacy on the scale that George Bush left in the final days of his presidency.
Since its detailed mapping in 1996, Lake Vostok has fascinated and intrigued scientists with its sheer size and the potential of harbouring life forms unlike anything we know so far. Radar measurements in the 1990s have shown that the lake, at 250 kilometres length and 50 kilometres maximal width, covers a surface area comparable to that of Lake Ontario, making it the largest known subglacial lake in Antarctica, and, indeed, anywhere in the Universe.
As its mapping almost coincided with the discovery (by the space probe Galileo) that Jupiter's moon Europa also harbours liquid lakes or oceans underneath a frozen crust, Lake Vostok soon became a prime candidate for Earth-based studies of what kind of habitat for exotic life forms might exist elsewhere in the Solar System.
Initial estimates suggested that the water of Lake Vostok -which is kept liquid by a combination of pressure from above and geological heat supplied from below -had remained isolated from the rest of the world for more than a million years. More detailed analysis of ice cores obtained from just above the lake surface showed, however, that this is only partially true, as the lake water exchanges material with the ice shield slowly sliding across it through thawing and refreezing, implying that the actual content of the lake may have been exchanged many times during the time span of its existence.
In any case, any life forms that may be encapsulated in the lake will have been isolated from the rest of the world for a period of the order of a million years, and will have been forced to adapt to sub-zero temperatures (average -3ºC), increased pressure, absence of light, and unusually high concentrations of oxygen. Discoveries of other Russian researchers are determined to drill into the largest sub-glacial lake of Antarctica this year. Michael Gross reports.
Final drive for Antarctic breakthrough
secluded biotopes, ranging from the Movile Cave in Romania with its highly specialised animals, to the deep subsurface biotope discovered in South Africa in 2008, which apparently harbours just one species of autotrophic bacteria, provide an impression of just how unusual a biotope Lake Vostok may turn out to be. This justifies the intense interest of scientists to drill down and see what is there.
On the other hand, there are serious concerns that opening up the lake, especially with dirty technology involving various drill fluids and oils that might seep into the lake, could fatally harm a unique and pristine environment. For these reasons, an initial drilling project in the late 1990s was halted just over 100 metres above the lake surface, to allow time for method improvements.
Scientists at the Jet Propulsion Laboratory, among others, developed new technologies to address this challenge, including probes that travel through the ice shield by melting the ice below and allowing the water to refreeze above, which would at least ensure that the lake remains ago," Lukin told the press. Studying these remotely, without opening up a borehole and pumping water to the surface, could indeed become an important practice run for future life-finding missions on Solar System bodies including Europa and Saturn's moons Titan and Enceladus, which have recently been the focus of much optimism in the astrobiology community (see Curr. Biol. (2010) 20, R129) .
Meanwhile, teams from the UK and the US are also hoping to find out what's going on under the ice shield. The British Antarctic Survey is aiming to explore Lake Ellsworth, while the US team has scheduled radar studies of Lake Whillans, near the Ross Ice Shelf, with a view to drill down to the lake in the Antarctic summer of 2012/2013.
With budgets for ambitious space projects disappearing fast, these drills may, for the next few years, be the closest we can get to exploring strange new worlds.
Michael Gross is a science writer based at Oxford. He can be contacted via his web page at www.michaelgross.co.uk physically isolated from the outside world, although it might still become contaminated with any microbes or substances the probe might carry or pick up along the way.
In March, Russian scientists at the Vostok research station, which is located some 3.7 kilometres above the eponymous lake, have announced that their latest drilling project has again advanced to within 100 metres of the lake surface, and that the St. Petersburg Nuclear Physics Institute has developed equipment enabling them to insert probes into the lake, without risking contamination from the outside world.
Valery Lukin, head of the Russian Antarctic Expedition, told the press in March that his team hoped to reach the lake water during the next field season -the Antarctic summer 2010/2011. While the new equipment still needs to undergo some practice tests before then, he was confident that the project would proceed according to plan. "It's very possible that we could find microorganisms that we've never known existed, those that lived in the waters of the lake millions of years Hidden depths: Russian researchers are hoping to drill into a sub-glacial lake in Antarctica later this year. (Photo: Alamy.)
